Human exposure to mercury intoxication through contaminated fish ingestion has been well studied, mainly among Japanese population. The Brazilian population, particulaly in the Amazon region, is now in focus due to findings of fish contamination. Major health impacts caused by mercury affect mostly people who have a regular fish diet. A continuous checking for mercury content in the most consumed fish could prevent human intoxication. A simple, non-instrumental method to allow a continuous checking of the mercury content in fish was developed. Based on this method, we are proposing a prevention action where community agents can be trained to perform fish analysis. Technical Schools and Universities located nearby the affected areas would be in charge of quality control programs for the fish analysis as well as for the selection, training and update for operators.
The major health impacts caused by mercury affect mostly individuals who have a regular fish diet. Human exposure to mercury intoxication through the ingestion of mercury contaminated fish has been well studied (Review: Harada 1995) . The Brazilian population, particularly in the Amazon region, is now under scrutiny due to the confirmation of predictions (Salomons 1995 ) about fish contamination. Screening studies to evaluate the risk exposure of the population of Tapajós River Basin and Madeira River Basin analyzing carnivorous, herbivorous and omnivorous fish most consumed species by local population were done (SanCorrespondence to: Allegra V. Yallouz E-mail: ayallouz@cetem.gov.br *Presented at XXII RESEM (2000).
tos LDN et al. 2000 , Santos ECD et al. 2000 , Bidone et al. 1997 , Hacon et al. 1997 . All authors above have concluded that carnivorous species accumulate more mercury specially when the fishes were collected at the dry season period (Hylander et al. 2000) . The mercury accumulated by carnivorous fishes from Amazon region was mainly methylmercury, and represents 73-98% from the total mercury content (Maurice-Bourgoin et al. 1999 ). This behavior is similar to the already described mechanism of mercury accumulation in non-tropical fishes (Newberne 1974) . It was covincingly demonstrated that methylmercury is the most toxic form for humans (Harada 1995) .
Studies of the effects of methylmercury exposure on human motor performance were performed in a village located on the banks of the Tapajós River in the Amazonian Basin, Brazil (Dolbec et al. 2000) . The participants were fish eaters with about 60% of the total meals being composed by this kind of protein. Neurobehavioral manifestations of subtle neurotoxic effects on motor functions, associated with low-level methylmercury exposure were described.
These cases are only a small sample of the whole situation, showing that there is an urgent need to protect people from the Amazonian region from the high probability of intoxication through consumption of contaminated fish.
There are several analytical methods for mercury determination in biological samples. The most used method to determine mercury in fish samples is the cold vapor technique coupled to an Atomic Spectrometer or an Atomic Fluorescence equipment. However, it needs infrastructure, a specialized operator to perform the analysis and specific maintenance care that is not applicable everywhere, specially in small villages.
A simple non-instrumental method to allow a continuous checking of the mercury content in fish in small villages has been developed (Yallouz et al. 2000) . The sample is acid digested and the mercury vapor released after chemical reduction with SnCl 2 . The mercury vapor is then collected on a detecting paper covered with an emulsion containing Cu 2 I 2 . A colored Cu 2 [HgI 4 ] complex is formed, with a characteristic color. The color intensity is proportional to the mercury concentration in the original sample. Although the method is semiquantitative, it may discriminate the fish samples in three concentration ranges, based on the World Health Organization (1990) recommendations, as can be seen in Table I .
The main advantages of this valuable method, a tool for environmental management, are its simplicity of operation and its utilization of low cost materials, allowing its use by non-specialist personnel everywhere.
The purpose of the present work is to present a prevention action based on the use of the semiquantitative method (CETEM 2000), including training programs for community agents, interlaboratory comparisons of analytical results and environmental education activities. The planned steps include:
1. The choice of an affected region, city or small village based on the literature screening data or on an evaluation of mercury content of the fish species most consumed in a historically polluted area.
2. The invitation of a Technical School or University located nearby the chosen area for a partnership with our center (CETEM). Local authorities must be involved. The planned activities for this Training Center are the training of the community agents, the control-checking analysis and the promotion of updating for the trained operators.
3. An evaluation of physical space conditions to build or adapt a small laboratory similar to the architecture project shown in Figure 1 . The mini laboratory can be adapted in a room with dimensions of 3m × 3m, where there should be two different benches (1m long each) for wet and dry preparations, and a fume hood. Electric and water supplies will be necessary.
4. A training program in the routine procedures for the team formed by a researcher that will be responsible for the Local Training Center and two technicians in our center (CETEM).
5. The adaptation of the semiquantitative method to the minilaboratory described in 3.
6. The selection and training of addictional operators from the local community from small villages.
7. The quality control of analytical results achieved by regular interlaboratory comparisons with Cold Vapor Atomic Absorption Spectrometry (CVAAS) results for similar samples. 9. The communication of the results to the community, using different communications techniques. Guidelines for safe human consumption of local fish will also be divulged to allow prevention action by the community.
The semiquantitative method validation for further accreditation by the INMETRO (the Brazilian Institute for Metrology) has been carryied out. Partnerships with Centro Federal de Educação Tecnológica de Química, CEFETEQ, located at Rio de Janeiro and the State University of Mato Grosso do Sul located in Alta Floresta are starting at the current year. CEFETEQ will adopt the semiquantitative method as a lecture regularly scheduled for the Technical Course of Chemistry, Food Science and Environmental Science. In the near future we will invite the other 80 Technical Schools from all over the country to join us.
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